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President Vicente Fox raised a storm of controversy when he said that poverty in Mexico had begun
to decline. The president made the remarks during the presentation of a report on development in
Mexico during the past two years (Mediacion del Desarrollo en Mexico 2000-2002). Fox said poverty
in Mexico has fallen to its lowest level in 10 years because of intensive efforts by his administration
to raise standards of living in the country. As an example, he said the percentage of Mexicans who
are malnourished has dropped to 20.3% of the population, compared with 24.2% a decade ago.
"Many presidents and administrations have talked about our country's problems with poverty and
the distribution of wealth, but few have offered solutions," said Fox.
The president's Cabinet officials also presented data to emphasize the administration's proactive
efforts to fight poverty. "Our per capita expenditure on social programs is actually 8% higher in real
terms than it was during 2000," said Fox's chief economic and political adviser Eduardo Sojo. "We
have actually destined more than 10% of GDP for this purpose."
Social Development Secretary Josefina Vazquez Mota said the primary result of Fox's efforts has
been to create possibilities for millions of Mexicans to leave poverty. She said 3.4 million Mexicans
left the "extremely poor" category and are now simply "poor," and another 700,000 left poverty and
are now part of the middle class. "We are breaking away from an old practice that condemned the
new generations of Mexicans to poverty," said Vazquez Mota. "Millions of Mexicans now have more
opportunities."

Congress, social scientists skeptical
Fox's poverty report received strong skepticism in Congress, including from members of his
conservative Partido Accion Nacional (PAN). "It is an illusion for the president to claim that we
have 3.4 million fewer poor people in our country when it is evident that unemployment is on the
increase," said PAN Deputy Luis Pazos. "Poverty cannot be eliminated with a simple decree."
Legislators from opposition parties were less diplomatic. "This claim is an insult to millions of
Mexicans who are barely able to make ends meet," said Sen. Leticia Burgos Ochoa, who chairs the
social development committee (Comision de Desarrollo Social) in the upper house.
Burgos and other legislators accused the president of doing a disservice to the country by providing
the overly optimistic data. "It is very easy to manipulate economic data, but the reality is more cruel
than the statistics," said Burgos of the center-left Partido de la Revolucion Democratica (PRD). "The
president should not make these statements when we have yet to show real improvement in the
areas of employment and well-being for millions of families." Some members of the opposition said
the president's statements were intended to make the administration and the PAN look good ahead
of the July 6 congressional and gubernatorial election.
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Prominent social scientist Julio Boltvinik, who is running for Congress on the PRD ticket, said the
Fox government bypassed a technical committee that evaluates this type of data and rushed to
release the information because of the upcoming election. "It is not right for them to bypass this
committee, which would have examined every piece of information in detail," said Boltvinik, a
member of the faculty at Colegio de Mexico. "Instead, the information was released because of the
election." Boltvinik added that none of the macroeconomic indicators released by the administration
reveals any hint of reduction in poverty.
Deputy Rafael Rodriguez, who coordinates the delegation of the former governing Partido
Revolucionario Institucional (PRI), said Fox's statements could come back to haunt the
administration. "The citizens know that one cannot eliminate through a decree the poverty that has
prevailed in this country for generations," said the PRI legislator.
Other critics said some recent data released by the government's statistics agency Instituto Nacional
de Estadisticas, Geografia e Informatica (INEGI) actually hints at an increase in poverty. In one
report, INEGI says that the purchasing power of most Mexican households in 2002 had declined by
2.6% relative to 2000.
The increase in poverty was also evident in statistics provided by Distribuidora Conasupo S.A.
(DICONSA), a government-private partnership that sells commodities like corn, beans, flour,
and powdered milk at a discount to the poorest segments of the population, primarily in rural
communities. DICONSA officials said many outlets ran into financial difficulties because of
extremely low sales during the first quarter of the year. "Their traditional clients simply lacked the
money to buy these resources," said the daily newspaper El Universal.
INEGI released other statistics that reflected a growth not a reduction in poverty. For example, the
agency recently reported that the number of employees working without benefits increased by 6%
during the past two years because many businesses have opted to reduce labor costs.
Many critics said the economic policies followed by Fox are geared toward promoting business and
not necessarily toward the welfare of society. "We need a greater presence of the state as promotor
and enabler of economic development to reduce poverty, especially in the rural areas," said Heladio
Ramirez, leader of the Confederacion Nacional Campesina (CNC).

Remittances, informal economy help stem poverty
Some observers acknowledged that Mexicans have been able to reduce poverty to some extent
because of two economic trends: the explosive growth of the informal economy and the surge in
remittances sent by Mexicans working in the US. "The economic stagnation of the last few years has
limited increases in the general income of the population," said syndicated political commentator
Sergio Sarmiento in his daily column Jaque Mate. "In contrast, the growth in remittances sent by
Mexican workers in the US to their families has been one of the most significant factors in raising
the income of the poor."
A recent government survey (Encuesta Nacional de Ingresos y Gastos de los Hogares) indicated
that nearly 1.5 million households in Mexico received money from an overseas relative last year, a
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two-fold increase over an eight-year period. Remittances are so important to the Mexican economy
that they surpassed the total amount of direct foreign investment in Mexico during the first quarter
of this year. Remittances reached US$2.741 billion in January-March, compared with foreigninvestment levels of US$2.570 billion, the Secretaria de Hacienda y Credito Publico (SHCP) reported
in early June. "The Mexican government should be ashamed that remittances are a principal reason
for a reduction in poverty," said Max Correa, coordinator of the Congreso Agrario Permanente
(CAP).
Some observers say the informal economy has also served as a safety valve keeping poverty levels
from further growth. "This informal sector is generating a large number of the jobs that at this point
the formal sector cannot produce," said Raul Alejandro Padilla, president of the Confederacion de
Camaras Nacionales de Comercio, Servicios y Turismo (CONCANACO-SERVYTUR).
The business sector generally supported Fox's report on poverty. "These statistics are credible
because we have had economic stability, an opening of the commercial sector, and a lowering in
prices," said Hector Rangel Domene, president of the Consejo Coordinador Empresarial (CCE). "We
have had an adequate social policy and an increase in salary during the past two years." The UN
Development Program (UNDP), in a report released in mid-June, also supported Fox's assertions to
some extent. The UNDP said its Index of Human Development for Mexico had risen slightly since
2000.
The index considers such factors as life expectancy, education, and per capita earnings. But the
UNDP noted the gap between the rich and poor regions of Mexico continues to widen, with the
Mexico City area and Nuevo Leon state enjoying levels of well-being similar to Europe, while states
like Chiapas and Oaxaca rate as low as some of the poorest countries in the world. (Sources: El Sol
de Mexico, 06/02/03; CNI en Linea, 06/22/03; La Jornada, 06/19/03, 06/23/03; Epoca, 06/23/03; Agencia
de noticias Proceso, 06/18/03, 06/19/03, 06/24/03; Notimex, 06/24/03; El Financiero, 06/19/03, 06/20/03,
06/25/03; Reforma, La Cronica de Hoy, 06/19/03, 06/20/03, 06/23-25/03; Milenio, 06/20/03, 06/23/03,
06/25/03; El Universal, 06/23-25/03)
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